extreme weather and climate events have been observed since the 1950s. 3 Climate change increases the frequency and severity of extreme weather events such as hurricanes and tropical cyclones. However, increased disaster fatalities and the size of population at risk may be due to other compounding factors. Many nations in the Asia Pacific region have high population growth rates, thus exposing more and more people to natural disasters. 2 Air quality is strongly coupled with weather and is therefore sensitive to climate change. Meteorological variables such as humidity, wind speed and direction, temperature, and mixing height play crucial roles in determining trends in air quality. The air pollutant formation, chemical transformation, dilution, dispersion, transport and deposition are highly dependent on these meteorological variables and cyclonic systems. 4 Thus in the near future, we can expect climate change to worsen air quality in certain parts of the world and during certain period of the year.
Urbanization, Environmental Change, and Health
Urbanization is one of the critical drivers of global environmental change. Cities cover just 2% of land area, but are responsible for 60% to 80% of greenhouse gas emissions, three-quarters of all resource consumption, and half of all waste. 5 Moreover, they are growing at an unprecedented scale. For the first time, more than half of the world's population live in cities, and we will add another 2.5 billion urban dwellers to the global population by mid-century, more than a million a week. The physical impact of urbanization is growing just as quickly, whereby as much as twothirds of urban lands in 2030 will have become urban only in the preceding three decades. 6 Often, urban expansion occurs in areas with high environmental impact as where development occupies arable land, or where there is high environmental risks as where cities grow into coastal flood plains or up unstable hill slopes.
The health of urban dwellers is often better than that of their rural counterparts, but cities encompass the best and worst of health, with the greatest health inequities. The poor and marginalized face particular health risks in cities, including from environmental change, but environmental impacts affect all urban dwellers. These include risks from disasters, environmental pollution, biodiversity loss, climate change, and other factors. Increasingly, it has become apparent that actions to mitigate environmental change often have powerful co-benefits for health.
The Way Forward
The connections between health and global environmental change are complex, involving intertwined causal factors and intersecting responsibilities. This complexity is increasingly recognized in the global scientific community; for example, in the report of the Rockefeller Foundation-Lancet Commission on Planetary Health, which affirms that the health of human civilization depends on the health of natural systems that support it, and in the establishment of the ICSU (International Council for Science) Programme on Systems Thinking for Urban Health and Wellbeing, and of Future Earth, both of which strongly acknowledge the intricate connections between the health of people and the planet. It is also evident in the design of the Global Goals for Sustainable Development, which for the first time commit all nations to seeking solutions to economic, social, health, and environmental challenges within a common framework. In this spirit, this Special Issue seeks to provide analysis and insight to improve our understanding of the relationship between global environmental change and health, with a focus on the Asia Pacific region.
